
July 27.   
 
Comments on homework? 
 
 



Class meeting 7 (of 8): Where are we now? 
 
  
• Discourse is shaped by the world, and discourse shapes the 

world. 
• Discourse is shaped by people’s purposes, and discourse 

shapes possible purposes. 
• Discourse is shaped by linguistic structure, and discourse 

shapes linguistic structure. 
• Discourse is shaped by participants, and discourse shapes 

participants. 
• Discourse is shaped by prior discourse, and discourse shapes 

the possibilities for future discourse. 
• Discourse is shaped  by its media, and it shapes the possibilities 

of its media. 
  
 Figure 1.1 How discourse is shaped by its context, and how 
discourse shapes its context 
  
 



Characteristics of texts designed for oral circulation (Ong 1982) 
 
 
 Structural features: What do texts sound like? 

 Repetition, balance, rhythm 

 Simple, additive syntax 

 Greater redundancy 
  

Thematic features: What are texts about? 

 Larger-than-life heroes and villains in diametric opposition 

 Close to human lifeworld, concrete 
  

Functional features: What do texts do? 

 Words are actions and can be powerful. 

 Discourse aggregates knowledge rather than analyzing it. 

 Discourse conserves knowledge rather than creating it. 

 History is flexible, serves current needs. 



7.2  In what realms have you acquired knowledge 
mainly in oral ways? You might think, for example, 
about things you learned before you could read. Some 
possibilities: Children’s games, elements of religious 
practice such as prayers and hymns, nursery rhymes, 
skip rope rhymes, children’s songs. Referring to the text 
of this section and figure 7.1 (previous slide), discuss 
whether and how this knowledge seems “oral,” 
structurally, thematically, and functionally. 
 



Writing: The first ‘new medium’ 
 
 
7.4 In English and in other languages there are 
formulaic expressions that give voice to the belief that 
writing lends authority or closure. For example, to 
indicate that plans are still flexible, we might say “It’s 
not written in stone.” What are other such expressions? 
 
 
 



7.10 How does the “politics of representation” enter into debates 
about how to write languages or varieties you are familiar with? 
For example, how should the speech of people who use African-
American-sounding English be written? Should creole languages 
be written in the standard orthography of the language from 
which most of their vocabulary comes, which is often the 
language of former colonizers? What are the reasons for, and 
the effects of, representing regional European dialects in 
nonstandard orthography? Would it ever be a good idea to 
write Arabic the way it sounds (which is very different from place 
to place) rather than writing it in the conventional standardized 
way, which does not reflect local differences? What debates 
arise surrounding how and when Japanese or Chinese should be 
written in Roman alphabetic characters? In whose interest is it to 
standardize the mark-up systems (such as HTML) which are used 
to format hypertext documents? Find out how such decisions 
are currently made. 
 



“All discourse is mediated.” 
 



A medium of communication is not simply an object or a 
technology, but rather a set of interlocked 
technological, social, and linguistic practices.  
 
7.12 Information on web pages is often presented in 
smaller chunks than information presented in books. 
Paragraphs are often shorter, and material that might be 
on one page in a print document is sometimes divided 
into multiple linked sub-documents. To what extent is this 
a result of facts about internet technologies (computers, 
computer monitors, hypertext and browser software, 
etc.), and to what extent is it the result of facts or beliefs 
about readers of web pages? Does the Web “construct” 
a different sort of reader than paper-based media do? 
 



Relatively unplanned discourse Relatively planned discourse 

dependence on morphological and syntactic features 
learned early in life 

use of complex morphological and syntactic structures 
learned later in life 

relationships between ideas suggested by the immediate 
context 

relationships between ideas made explicit in words, with 
formal cohesive devices and cues such as topic sentences 

preference for deictic determiners (this woman, that kitten) preference for articles (a woman, the kitten) 

relatively many repair mechanisms  relatively few repair mechanisms 

more use of present tense, especially in narrative more use of other tenses 

less use of passive voice more use of passive voice 

fewer nominalizations and participles more nominalizations and participles 

more appositives for modification more attributive adjectives 

more coordination more subordinations 

less compact; more words more compact, dense 

Figure 7.2 Some features of planned and unplanned discourse (based 
on Ochs 1979b, Tannen 1982a, Chafe 1982) 



Figure 7.3 Dimensions of textual variation (adapted from Biber 1988) 
  
1 involved production ………………………………………informational production 
2 primarily narrative ………………………………………….primarily non-narrative 
3 relatively situation-dependent reference ………………relatively explicit reference 
4 little overt expression of persuasion ………………..overt expression of persuasion 
5 relatively non-abstract information………………….relatively abstract information 
6 information is elaborated on the spot……….. .information is elaborated in advance 
   



7.15 A Facebook post that is supposed to appear 
relatively casual and conversation-like may be the 
result of careful editing made possible by the delay 
between when the post is written and when it is 
published. When else do people make strategic use of 
discourse that sounds unplanned when it is in fact 
highly planned? Is it possible to make relatively 
unplanned discourse sound as if it was planned? 
 



from a study of an early chat platform (Herring 1999: 5): 
<ashna> hi jatt 
*** Signoff: puja 
<Dave-G> kally I was only joking around 
<Jatt> ashna: hello? 
<kally> dave-g it was funny 
<ashna> how are u jatt 
<LUCKMAN> ssa all 
<Dave-G> kally you da woman! 
<Jatt> ashna: do we know eachother?. I’m ok how are you 
***LUCKMAN has left channel #PUNJAB 
*** LUCKMAN has joined channel #punjab 
<kally> dave-g good stuff:) 
<Jatt> kally: so hows school life, life in geneal, love life, family life? 
<ashna> jatt no we don’t know each other, i fine 
<Jatt> ashna: where r ya from? 

One analyst, discussing this excerpt, points out that the way the 
conversations appear interlocked on the screen “destroy[s] any 
conventional understanding of adjacency pairing” (Crystal 2001: 158), or 
the way in which one conversational turn creates a space for a relevant 
next turn.  Do you agree? 



7.18  In spoken, face-to-face interaction (whether people are physically 
together or talking over a video link), speakers use a variety of strategies 
to “repair” their own or others’ utterances when they haven’t been 
understood or seem inappropriate. For example, in line 3 this extract 
(Shegloff 1997: 32), B repairs his utterance in line 1, signaling the repair 
with “or I mean”. 
 
1 B: hhh And he’s going to make his own paintings, 
2 A: Mm hmmm 
3 B: And- or I mean his own frames. 
4 A: Yeah 
  
Think about strategies for repair in text-based digital communication. 
How do people signal that they have mis-typed a word in a previous 
line? In a multi-party chat, how might someone signal that another has 
waited too long to respond? How can italicization or capitalization be 
used for repair?  
 



7.20 Are you ever in a situation in which you are 
participating in two or more ways, in two or more (real-
world or virtual) environments at the same time?  (The 
collaborative gaming discussed in the chapter would 
be one example of this.) What can go wrong in 
situations like this?  How do people compensate for the 
potential confusion inherent in such situations? 
 



how interpersonal involvement – or lack of it – can be created in digital 
discourse through manipulations of the writing system: 
 
Jackie: Thanks for waiting for Melissa with me thats cool 
 
Tori:  JACKIE I AM SO SO SO SORRY! I thought you were behind us in the 
cab and then I saw you weren’t!!!!!  I feel soooooooo bad! Catch another 
cab and ill pay for it for youuuuu 
 
Jackie:  No its fine we are walking 
 
Tori:     Seriously Jackie please, get a cab, I feel so bad!!! 
 
Jackie:  We are walking there its fine 
 



7.22 Do you ever make creative use of writing systems in your 
digital discourse? When, and for what purposes?  Think about 
spelling words in non-standard ways, using numbers for letters or 
vice-versa, using punctuation in non-standard ways or not using 
it when it might otherwise be expected, combining characters 
in new ways, even using an entirely different script than the one 
the language is usually written in (as is done in “Arabizi,” Arabic 
transliterated into Latin letters and Arabic—that is, Western-style 
-- numerals). Are such transformations always associated with 
informal discourse genres, or can they be found in relatively 
formal discourse as well?  
 



How do different media and discursive practices associated with 
them make different kinds of knowledge-production possible?   
 
For example: a print encyclopedia vs. Wikipedia 
                        the print news industry vs. online news sites 
 
7.25.  When are you involved in collaborative knowledge-
production, and what technologies do you use? How do these 
technologies facilitate or impede the process?  Think, for example, 
about the collaborative applications on educational platforms like 
Blackboard, collaborative writing and editing platforms like Google 
Docs, social media sites like Reddit, or offline technologies like 
whiteboards and whiteboard markers. Do you contribute to 
Wikipedia or post recipes, patterns, designs, or advice online?  
 



Assignment 7 (Due 3 August, by 11:59 p.m.)  
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